Unsent letters written by Danish physicist Niels Bohr to his German protégé Werner
Heisenberg saw the light of day for the first time on 6 February. But the long-awaited publication has failed to solve the mystery of what happened during their unhappy meeting in Nazi-occupied Copenhagen.
Heisenberg, who headed Germany's unsuccessful attempt to produce a nuclear bomb, visited Bohr in September 1941 with a colleague, Carl Friedrich von Weizsäcker, on a cultural-exchange mission to Copenhagen.
Heisenberg and Bohr went for a walk together, during which Heisenberg brought up the subject of the German nuclear-bomb programme. There is no consensus as to what exactly was said, or what Heisenberg's motive for the visit had been -whether he was trying to recruit Bohr to the German programme, trying to find out how far the Allies had progressed in their attempts to build an atomic bomb, or taking the first steps towards a moratorium against nuclear weapons. All that is known is that the incident caused a deep rift between them. The mystery formed the basis of Michael Frayn's successful play Copenhagen.
The newly published letters and notes were written between 1957 and 1962. After the war, Heisenberg claimed that he had wanted to discuss with Bohr the prospect of a worldwide moratorium on bomb development programmes, and moreover that he had deceived the Nazi regime into believing that a bomb was not technically possible.
But in one letter, Bohr says he remembered Heisenberg telling him "everything was being done in Germany to develop atomic weapons" and that Heisenberg "had spent the last two years working more or less exclusively on such preparations". In another, Bohr writes: "It is therefore quite incomprehensible to me that you should think that you hinted to me that German physicists would do all they could to prevent such an application of atomic science."
Immediately after reading the letters, von Weizsäcker, whose brother Richard was the German president in 1984-94, told the German Press Agency that Bohr's memories "contained deep errors". In an interview with the Munich newspaper Süddeutsche Zeitung, he said that Heisenberg had indeed been on a peace mission to promote a bomb moratorium, albeit prompted partly by selfinterest. Because Germany had given up its own programme, Heisenberg and von Weizsäcker wanted the Allies to do the same, "so that a bomb wouldn't fall on us".
Very few of the facts and viewpoints put forward are totally new to historians, but Finn Aaserud, director of the Niels Bohr Archive in Copenhagen, points out that they indicate the depth of agitation of the scientists involved. "Bohr clearly worried very intensely about it -he had, after all, considered Heisenberg as a sort of son." Thomas Powers, who wrote Heisenberg's War: The Secret History of the German Bomb, the book on which Copenhagen was based, agrees. "For the first time we have a clearer insight into what made Bohr so angry," he says.
Aaserud also notes that Bohr's letters were written during the cold war, many years after the meeting, and that seeds of doubt about Heisenberg's motivation could have been planted by the questions asked him by intelligence services and historians.
Helmut Rechenberg, head of the Heisenberg Archive in Munich, and one of Heisenberg's past pupils, comments that the letters show how much Bohr wanted to discuss with Heisenberg the meeting that disrupted their relationship. "And that's a pity, because Heisenberg told me, and others, that he wanted very much to discuss it with Bohr," says Rechenberg. Bohr's death in 1962 made this impossible.
